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WOMEN MAKE UP 24% OF
UM SCHOOL OF FORESTRY
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by

Janet C. Miller
UM Information Services
MISSOULA—
The image of a logger has long been that of a Paul Bunyon figure, black-bearded
and broad chested.

Ripping 60-foot pines from the ground with his bare hands, he

colors the air a shade of bright blue from an impressive inventory of curses.
Today, with caterpillar tractors replacing horse power and brain replacing brawn
as necessary skills in the forestry profession, a new kind of forester, standing
closer to five feet than six, is entering the male-dominated job market.
At the University of Montana School of Forestry, 239 women make up 24% of a
total enrollment of 983 students.

This figure compares to five women students enrolled

15 years ago.
Ellen Michaels, president of the Forestry Students' Association, is typical of a
new breed of foresters - bright, articulate, career-minded and female.
The 68-year-old, 100-member association she heads was set up to provide some
out-of-class experience for UM forestry students.

The club organizes workshops on

employment where students meet prospective employers and foresters in the field to
get an idea of what to expect when they graduate.
The Fall Smoker sponsored by the Forestry Club is a weekend at the forestry school's
Lubrecht Experimental Forest near Ovando, where students have an opportunity to
practice tree-measuring techniques, run a chain saw, track a grizzly bear and learn
on-the-job skills.
-over-
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One hot July day two shadowy forms crashed through the thick brush bordering
the trail on which Stiteler was hiking.

The young forester continued on her way not

wanting to believe that the visitors might be twin bear cubs with a protective sow
close by.
A few hours later Stiteler spread her lunch in a rock overhanging an upland meadow.
The meal was suddenly interrupted by the soft woofing associated with the unmistakable
sound of an adult grizzly.
With the nearest person 10 miles away at the ranger station, Stiteler decided
that screaming "Help!" might be a waste of time.

Instead, the resourceful

student

started singing at the top of her lungs as she hurried down the trail back to the
main camp.

Either the bear didn't like her singing or decided for reasons of its

own to pass up lunch with the young forester and Stiteler was relieved to look down
the path and see no sign of the mother bear.
A week later the grizzly family was sighted by a hiker half a mile from Stiteler's
picnic site.
Both Switzer and Michaels have spent summers as 'timber cruisers,' part of two-man
teamsthat walk through the forest marking trees destined for harvesting with colored
spray paint.
Wearing jeans, hard hats and hiking boots the two students slogged up shale
slopes and picked their way down rocky hills, often walking six hours a day with 15
pounds of paint on their backs.
Some slopes of 25-40 degrees, considered by foresters as relatively gentle, can
be climbed on foot and timber-harvested by tractor.

On a slope of 100 degrees

Switzer pulled herself up on her hands and knees often to reach a lone pine tree
sprouting from a mountain side.

Any grade steeper than 40 degrees, Switzer notes,

may require timber-harvesting by helicopter.
To put these gradients in perspective, she notes that a normal flight of steps
is about 50 degrees.
-over-
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Stiteler and Michaels will be graduating from the School of Forestry this
spring and looking for jobs.

Forestry as a profession has been feeling the job crunch

with less money available now for government forestry programs as well as the
baby-boom generation still competing for available places.
Annual salaries for foresters in state and federal programs and in private
industry range from $9,000 to $12,000.
Women and men competing for the same jobs is nothing new in today's world, but
it IS new in forestry.

Some unsuccessful male job candidates see the women finding

jobs as examples of quota hires or token women in the field, according to Michaels.
What happens when foresters marry each other?
same time.

Seldom can both be hired at the

One couple solved the problem by agreeing to a part-time separation.

The husband commutes between Montana, where his wife is employed, and his job in Alaska.
According to Prof. Robert Lange, assistant dean of the School of Forestry, women
students do slightly better academically than their male colleagues.

The female

students support out-of-class activities such as the Foresters' Ball (a midwinter campus
dance held by the Forestry Club each year to raise money for forestry scholarships)
and forestry-sponsored sports teams per capita more than their male colleagues, says
Lange.
Forestry students, Lange says, must have a strong math and science background
in high school in order to enter the school's required courses in biology, botany,
chemistry, physics, trigonometry and social sciences.
Forestry as a career has changed since the early days of logging when the United
States appeared to have unlimited forest reserves and the main problem was how to cut
down the trees and haul them out.

The typical forester was apt to be a six-foot male.

If trends continue as at UM, at least one quarter of new foresters graduating in
the 70's will be female, adding a new dimension to a previously all-male occupation.

